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How can Enterprise Social Media use facilitate innovation? An exploratory 
study in the retail industry 
 
 
Abstract 
 
Many organizations use Enterprise Social Media (ESM) to encourage their employees to 
collaborate, share knowledge, and innovate. Whilst previous research has focused on the 
influence of ESM on employee collaboration and productivity its role in assisting employee 
innovation and the cultural implications are unclear. We examine the case of a global retailer 
that has adopted ESM to boost productivity and innovation. We share several interesting 
findings from our study that highlight the motivations for employees to use work-based ESM 
and the cultural implications of deploying ESM for innovative and routine work practices.  
 
Introduction 
 
The use of Enterprise Social Media (ESM) is becoming more commonplace for retailers 
today.
1,2
 ESM such as IBM Connections, Jive and Yammer are collaborative software 
platforms that enable employees within an organization to connect and collaborate, both 
individually and in groups.
3
 Most ESM provides functionality such as messaging, document 
sharing and editing, and online communities, thereby allowing employees to share and 
discuss information with other employees inside and outside of their teams.
4
 Business cases 
for ESM implementation are often built on productivity improvements, with the expectation 
that collaboration and knowledge sharing between employees will immediately occur as a 
natural consequence.
5
 Often, expectations are also that ESM will facilitate organizational 
transformation and accelerate innovation.
6
 As we will show, however, realization of these 
benefits is not as simple as it seems, because to facilitate innovation not only is technology 
needed but also individual and cultural change.   
 
We explore how a global retailer implemented ESM to facilitate employee productivity and 
innovation. Through qualitative interviews, we provide empirical knowledge to the answer 
the following question:  
 
How can organizations leverage ESM to enable employee innovation? 
 
Our analysis reveals that the ESM implementation brought about many changes in 
employees’ motivations and the overall workplace culture. We also discuss how organizations 
can make the most of their ESM implementation. 
 
 
 
The study 
 
We examined a global, top-20 retailer’s ESM implementation and its influence on employee 
productivity and innovation. Prior to the ESM implementation in 2013, email was only 
commissioned for 15% of the employees, who were mostly corporate and store management 
staff, as a cost saving measure. All other employees in approximately 3,000 stores did not 
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have email or internet access for work purposes. Likewise, external social media was not 
commissioned for retail in-store employees and was restricted to corporate office employees, 
who used these forums for disaster recovery, marketing, or consumer insight purposes. For 
the first time, the new cloud-based ESM allowed all employees to connect, collaborate, and 
share insights across the organization and its different locations. As a result, the business case 
was primarily built on productivity improvements that were expected to result from real-time 
collaboration across departments and stores, and the sharing of best practices amongst online 
communities.  
 
During mid-2014 one researcher interviewed 30 employees from 18 different departments 
about their use of the new ESM. Participants were recruited by answering an advertisement 
that was posted on 11 of the retailer’s new online communities. Interviews lasted for up to 
one hour and followed a semi-structured protocol (the protocol is available from the lead 
author on request). We organized open questions around ESM use, work practice changes, 
and innovation.  Questions were asked such as: (a) What has been your experience using the 
new technology? (b) What is your understanding of innovation? and (c) Do you think the 
ESM helps or hinders innovation? 
 
Participants were mostly early adopters who had been using the firm’s ESM for at least 3 
months.  Participants held different roles both within the retail stores and within the corporate 
office. Most were male (22 out of 30) and between the age of 26 and 45 years, with seven 
older than 46 years and two younger than 25 years.  Just over half of the participants (18 out 
of 30) had been employed with the retailer for 6 to 15 years. Interviews were audio-recorded, 
transcribed, and then analyzed using the qualitative analysis tool NVIVO. The analysis 
followed a three-stage open, axial and selective coding method.
7
 In the first stage (open 
coding) the text was analyzed line-by-line, resulting in a total of 252 categories and 
subcategories. Higher-level categories included themes such as change, employee, culture, 
innovation, and ESM employee use. In the second stage (axial coding) the relationships 
between the categories were refined. During selective coding, as part of the third stage, each 
of the categories and relationships were revisited and refined resulting in the confirmation of 
the major themes we discuss below.  
 
How did ESM change the retailer? 
 
Changing the individual  
 
The new ESM communities provided the retail employees with an unprecedented platform for 
social open communication. This was a major change in employee communication practices, 
for the first time ever providing employees with the opportunity to communicate with each 
other in a social forum, with open transparency, and with all members of the retailer’s ESM 
communities. Of particular interest to us was the employees’ ESM use for innovation 
purposes. For the retailer, innovation was considered to be the creation of new products, 
services, and work practices that could benefit the organization. Employees felt that 
innovation was important, as it is a form of problem solving that has the potential to gain a 
competitive advantage, improve profits, ease work practices, respond to market opportunities, 
and as one employee stated “in general make the world a better place”.  
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Our interviews resulted in identifying four key themes associated with employees’ ESM use 
for productivity and innovation: social open minds, social digital natives, social collaborators, 
and social competitors.  
 
Social open minds 
 
The term “mindset” describes an individual’s current mental state and habitual way of 
thinking.
8
 Our study showed that an individual’s mindset can influence if and how they use 
ESM for work practices. Specifically, the mindset of employees who use ESM for routine 
work, and more importantly innovation activities, can be described as being open minded; 
that is, adventurous and willing to change current work practices to incorporate ESM. We 
called this mindset social open minds.   
 
Employees with social open minds (nine participants) indicated that it was necessary to have 
a supportive work environment that encourages, or at least doesn’t inhibit, ESM use for work 
practices, especially as ESM promotes open and transparent communication. In particular, 
posts and comments in ESM communities can be seen by a large number of other employees 
and, thus, differ significantly from traditionally more private ways of communication, such as 
email or face-to-face meetings. Hence, even if employees had a social open mind they needed 
organizational support that backed them when experimenting with new ways of working. This 
support was especially important to nurture the sharing of innovative ideas and brainstorming, 
as employees needed to feel safe to socialize ideas with a broader employee base. 
 
Social digital natives 
 
As it turned out, younger-generation employees who were accustomed to using social media 
in their leisure time immediately started using the ESM after its implementation. These 
younger employees, who we call social digital natives, were mostly less than 40 years old (23 
participants) and considered the new ESM as a good opportunity to communicate with fellow 
employees and management. Social digital natives also felt connected and engaged when 
using the ESM, especially if their managers actively responded to their posts and comments. 
 
However, in contrast to the social digital natives, older employees (seven participants)—who 
were mostly older than 40 years—perceived the need to adopt this form of work-based 
electronic communication as a burden, especially the ESM communities. It is important to 
bear in mind that these employees—in particular those who previously had no experience 
with any form of electronic communication at work—had to learn both when and how to use 
the ESM. As it transpired, older employees preferred face-to-face communication with their 
managers rather than communicating via the ESM, as they did not feel more engaged if their 
managers responded using the ESM. 
 
Social collaborators 
 
Social collaborators are employees who believe in transparency of communication, collective 
thoughts, and working smarter by building on the work of others. In our case, social 
collaborators (19 participants) were amongst the first to adopt the ESM communities and 
openly share their posts and comments. The ESM provided these employees with the ability 
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to create new or use existing ESM communities to share ideas with employees from different 
teams, departments, and regions. 
 
Social collaborators found it easy to interact and collaborate virtually with each other via the 
ESM, which was imperative for knowledge dissemination across teams. In particular, social 
collaborators found that the ESM was a significant collaboration enabler as it allowed 
document sharing and editing, video conferencing, and posting of ideas and comments in 
ESM communities. For example, exchanging pictures of successful product displays in stores 
enabled other stores to implement similar displays and capitalize on the success. Similarly, 
brainstorming via photos and videos with others in the ESM communities provided social 
collaborators with a rich ground for innovative ideas to be raised and jointly worked upon. In 
particular, store-based employees could, for the first time, collaborate across stores and seize 
opportunities to quickly improve sales and their store’s performance. 
 
Social competitors 
 
Some employees (two participants) felt that the ESM communities provided an opportunity 
for friendly competition. In particular, the concern of being “out done” by others was a 
motivator to showcase their good ideas about product placement or service deliveries via the 
ESM communities and to openly compete with others. This form of competition motivated 
some employees to share knowledge on the ESM communities, especially if they felt they 
could: show how they outperform other stores, leverage knowledge from the ESM 
communities, and/or improve their current practices. This real-time visibility of what other 
stores and employees were doing to win in the market place evoked a competitive spirit and 
social competitors leveraged the ESM communities to innovate their stores’ displays and 
customer services. Importantly, competition took place outside any obvious manager-
instigated action and was mostly driven by pride and competitive motivations. 
 
Changing the culture  
 
Aside from changing and leveraging individuals’ motivations, our interviews also revealed 
that the organizational culture played a major role in employees’ ESM adoption and use. 
Participants considered culture to be the way they were doing things at the retailer, including 
the accepted norms and behaviors. We identified four key themes associated with culture that 
influenced ESM adoption: social open communication, social digital leadership, social digital 
strategy, and social fast-paced learning.  
 
Social open communication  
 
ESM communities are inherently social and based on the premise that communication 
between members will occur in a conversational, transparent, and collaborative way.
3
 Hence, 
ESM communities provide the potential to contradict an organization’s established culture. In 
the case of the retailer, open and social communication that accompanied the ESM 
implementation was something new and unfamiliar. Prior to the introduction of the ESM, 
head office employees communicated via email, and the store employees via paper memos 
and weekly team meetings—but only inside their stores. With the introduction of ESM 
communities employees could suddenly post and respond to comments and open new topics 
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in the ESM communities and, thus, communicate with a large number of employees or 
managers. We refer to this new open and social communication on the ESM communities as 
social open communication.  
 
This social open communication environment was an organizational first, and employee 
reactions differed largely. One employee considered these new social open communication 
methods as a mode of surveillance and a new way for management to understand employee 
preferences, opinions, and abilities. In contrast, most other interviewees (19 participants) 
considered these new social open communication methods as an opportunity to communicate, 
collaborate, and to share ideas with others. Guiding these divergent employee perceptions of 
surveillance to open communication became a juggling act for senior executives and 
managers. On the one hand, it was important to embrace open and social communication 
practices for employees to feel comfortable to share their ideas and knowledge in a new, 
transparent, social way; on the other, management needed to be cognizant of the perceptions 
of employees who had not worked in transparent social organizations before. The very nature 
of social open communication approaches implies that the organizational culture is 
transparent and social.  
 
Social digital leadership  
 
Social media is perceived as a phenomenon of the younger generation and for many it is 
associated with leisure. Executives who share these thoughts can reinforce this perception 
within the organization and, thus, prevent the full leverage of the ESM’s potential. If senior 
executives do not understand the benefits of ESM (and social work practices in general) and 
how benefits can be realized, the cultural adaptation will not occur. Executive support cannot 
be delegated and all executives—from Chief Executive Officers, to Chief Information 
Officers, to Chief Finance Officers, and Human Resources Directors—need to engage in 
social digital leadership and actively use and support the ESM. Otherwise employees will not 
use the ESM either, as executives’ behaviors and actions are indicators of what are acceptable 
organizational behaviors.   
 
Successful social digital leadership examples we found included weekly updates on the ESM 
or blogs by executives who provided insights into their home life and working week. Being 
inheritably social, ESM enables storytelling, as communication via the ESM communities can 
take the form of short posts that employees can read upon logging on each day. The more 
relevant and interesting stories are, the more connected and engaged employees feel. Another 
example of successful social digital leadership was found in executives who took the time to 
respond to employees’ comments. These responses encouraged employees, particularly social 
digital natives, to become more active and in turn fostered a culture change throughout the 
organization. 
 
Social digital strategy  
 
Like all new endeavors the case organization needed to consider a strategy to support the 
deployment of the new ESM. For open social working practices to emerge a social digital 
strategy needs to incorporate the ESM’s ability to assist with virtual teaming and 
collaboration. In the case of the retailer, the ESM’s strategic focus was on improving routine 
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work and innovation, with nine of the initial ESM communities focusing on routine work and 
three on innovation. The ESM community owners used various approaches to incentivize 
employees to use the new communities. These included running corporate initiatives to crowd 
source ideas and select winners based on the most popular ideas, and running specific 
competitions to win publicly-awarded prizes. Managers further encouraged employees to join 
ESM communities by sending out emails and requesting them to join their brand’s or 
department’s communities, explaining that they could miss out on important communications 
if they did not.  
 
Specifically, if organizations want to increase employee innovation by implementing ESM 
our study suggests that organizations need to entice their employees to collaborate and share 
innovative ideas with a fun and entertaining theme, and offer the promise of rewards and the 
social opportunity to mingle with others.
9
 The broader the reach of the ESM across team 
boundaries, the wider the net for employees to meet other, potentially unknown, employees 
and access knowledge and resources that could fill gaps.
10,11
 This is important for innovation, 
as knowledge gaps are filled by employees from disparate teams with different skill sets.
12
  
 
Our study also suggests that ESM communities targeted towards routine work need to be 
promoted taking strategic alignment with the target users’ shared codes, languages and 
narratives into account, as opposed to the entertainment, fun, or social aspects needed for 
innovation endeavors.  Routine work requires employees to communicate effectively and in 
an easily understandable way to enable quick execution of tasks, whereas innovation usually 
requires employees to think differently about work.  Having fun and using humor can help 
people to relax and stimulate their creative thinking and help drive innovation, whereas 
routine work is about communicating effectively and efficiently to get a job done according to 
established operating procedures.   
 
Social fast-paced learning  
 
Our interviews found that ESM can provide employees with a meaningful and expedited way 
to receive clarification or knowledge from other employees, thereby accelerating 
organizational learning. In the retailer’s case, the ESM enabled geographically dispersed 
employees who did not know each other to instantly and autonomously share ideas and learn 
from each other. Many employees (19) quickly discovered that the ESM enabled them to 
learn about new retail trends in just a few keystrokes. These employees also noticed that the 
ESM enabled them to learn faster from others who were willing to share knowledge and 
collaborate, compared to traditional means of face-to-face communication. As a result, many 
employees used the ESM to rapidly access new knowledge and adapt it for their own work 
practices. This new social fast-paced learning capability provides the retailer with the ability 
to quickly improve organizational learning and to subsequently contribute to increased 
productivity and idea generation.  
How to make the most out of your ESM implementation 
 
Through our study we identified different factors, both at the individual and organizational 
culture level, that influence whether or not an ESM has a positive impact on productivity and 
innovation. Figure 1 illustrates these factors and the implications are discussed below.  
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Figure 1 Cultural and employee ESM factors 
 
Creating the social employee  
 
We discovered that employees need social open minds to experiment with new collaborative 
ways of working that are inherent in new ESM communities. In conjunction, organizations 
need to provide these employees with an environment that encourages experimentation with 
new forms of collaboration and provides the permission to “fail fast and fail safe”—especially 
for innovative work practices.  
 
We also found that social digital natives (i.e., younger-generation employees), who use social 
media in their leisure time, are the ones who quickly adapt to and integrate ESM into their 
work practices. Social digital natives immediately started to leverage ESM communities to 
share ideas, pictures, videos, and comments about various organizational topics, thereby 
contributing to social collaboration.  
 
In turn, social collaboration is not limited to social digital natives, but is a characteristic of 
employees who see ESM communities as an opportunity to virtually converse with other, 
potentially unknown, employees across the organization in order to brainstorm, share ideas, 
and adapt other employees’ ideas (such as store product promotions) for innovation and 
routine work purposes.  
 
Lastly, the ESM fostered development of social competition, whereby employees leveraged 
the platform to engage in friendly competition, measuring themselves against and competing 
with employees from other stores. 
 
Utilizing enterprise social media 
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We identified that it was important to distinguish which purposes and tasks ESM might be 
best suited to. ESM can support both innovation and routine work practices, yet in different 
and often intertwined ways. For example, by turning employees into social competitors ESM 
allowed for changes in both innovation and routine practices. Employees generating and 
sharing new competitive store ideas supported innovative work practices, and employees 
sharing store-based standard operational procedures supported routine work practices. 
Regardless of the purpose, our study identified many examples of employees using the 
communities to generate and socialize new innovative ideas with other employees, and to 
share common work practices that could improve in-store operational procedures.  
 
Building a social culture 
 
In terms of cultural implications, we found it was important for the retailer to adapt to the new 
social open communication environment and to encourage managers and employees to openly 
communicate in a social way using the ESM communities. Organizations need to evaluate 
their current communication style carefully and think about whether they might need to adopt 
more open and social employee communication practices. If your organization’s 
communication style is characterized by privacy, the social collaborative nature of ESM may 
work against your current organization culture and work practices; a new social open 
communication culture requires both executives and managers to embrace the ESM and 
engage in social digital leadership.  
 
Social digital leadership requires executives and managers to use the ESM communities 
regularly for social open communication, by blogging, posting, and commenting on employee 
posts. Active social digital leadership, and in particular conversations with employees, is an 
effective means to promote employee engagement. However, executives and managers need 
to be mindful that some employees prefer traditional face-to-face communication. Also, the 
real-time nature implies that executives and managers have only a small window of 
opportunity to respond to posts or comments on the ESM communities, and thus need to 
reprioritize their communication practices. Regular, well-timed comments or interesting posts 
by senior executives are imperative for successful ESM employee adoption and use. Further, 
to support ESM implementation it is important to define an appropriate social digital strategy. 
If innovation is strategically important for your business then the strategy needs to include 
entertaining social endeavors, where employees from different parts of the business can 
collaborate to close knowledge gaps, brainstorm, problem solve, and converse about new 
innovative ideas. In contrast, if routine work is more important for your business then the 
strategy needs to align with the current cultural language to make sense to employees, 
otherwise they will have difficulty understanding how the new ESM contributes to more 
productive routine ways of working.  
 
Finally, ESM enables social fast-paced learning by allowing employees to instantly tap into 
diverse knowledge resources inside and outside of their direct teams. This increased speed 
means employees can learn fast and adapt quickly, which supports both innovative and 
routine work practices.  
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We identified the following lessons that can guide ESM implementation in large 
organizations: 
 
1. Social digital natives will be quick to adapt their work practices to ESM communities and 
will potentially be your best allies to drive adoption within the organization.  
 
2. Open social communication underpins ESM use by employees and managers, and your 
social digital strategy needs to align with the strategic objectives of your organization 
when using ESM. Innovation initiatives require fun, entertaining, and social engagement 
features, whereby employees from diverse organizational teams can connect and 
collaborate to close knowledge gaps. In contrast, routine work initiatives require 
engagements that are closely aligned with the current language, narratives, and culture of 
the organization to make sense to employees.  
 
3. Your leadership style needs to incorporate social digital leadership to support ESM 
implementation, which is less traditional and more conversational, open, and 
collaborative. Senior executives and managers need to be active and regularly engage with 
employees on the ESM, especially the ESM communities. 
 
4. ESM supports social competition and social fast-paced learning which, depending on 
your strategic objectives, can be leveraged to nurture collaboration and organizational 
learning.  
 
Conclusion  
 
Using ESM for innovation is as much an individual and cultural change journey as it is a 
matter of digital technology implementation. Much hinges on establishing a social culture and 
the readiness of social employees, and we identified factors that characterized both. Of 
course, these factors are neither disjointed nor exhaustive. For example, social digital natives 
may also be social collaborators, but not necessarily vice versa. Social fast-paced learning 
may benefit from social open communication but not necessarily so. 
 
In sharing these findings and recommendations we also caution about the limitations. Our 
research was exploratory and constrained to one organization, albeit a global leading retailer. 
This paper also focused on the benefits accrued from ESM, as opposed to implementation 
barriers
13
 or negative consequences.
14
 Of course, a balanced account of ESM implementation 
must account for both sides of the dialectic. Finally, even though the ESM implementation 
resulted in a true digital transformation for most of the employees, some did have earlier 
exposure to social media platforms as part of their private activities, which eased ESM 
adoption for those employees.  
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